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mice persisted in being born with tails. Having in this way
demonstrated that acquired taillessness in mice is not a
heritable characteristic, he triumphantly asserted that acquired
characteristics could not be transmitted.
Some, however, refused to accept this negative verdict, and
the whole question has been reopened. Biologists nowadays
are not wholly convinced that acquired modifications do not
affect the germ-plasm.
The effects of an often-repeated stimulus may saturate through
the organism by nerve paths and protoplasmic bridges and the
fluent blood ; * what then precludes them, in some cases at least,
from reaching even the germ-cells in their recesses? 3L
Further, Weismann's experiment was childish and silly: it
can be as well used to defend as to refute Lamarckism. As
Bernard Shaw points out, the mice did not lose their tails,
because they did not want to. *'A vital conception of evolu-
tion," he says, " would have taught Weismann that biological -
problems are not to be solved by assaults on mice.*' a
The most recent chapter in the controversy is the attempt to
prove that acquired habits are in some degree transmissible.
There can be no doubt that habits acquired early and per-
sisted in throughout life do modify the bodily structure of an
individual. To find an example one has only to think of the
muscles of the blacksmith. Now the offspring of such indi-
viduals, if they are exposed to the same stimulus, acquire the
habits more easily than their parents, and the structural altera-
tions are increased. If the stimulus persists from generation
to generation the habits and the consequent modifications of
structure appear on slighter and slighter provocation : eventu-
ally they may appear without any stimulus at all.
Some evidence of the truth of the above proposition is now
forthcoming: we shall cite the results of one experiment only.
McDougall3 repeatedly placed pure-bred white rats in a tank
of water from which they could escape to a platform by either
1 Thomson and Geddcs, Evolution, pp. 195, 196.
1 Back to Methuselah, p. 1.
1 British Journal of Psychology, April 1927 and January 1930.